CHAPTER-i^— 



ORIGIN OF SHARADA SCRIPT 


The use of the Sharada script was confined to the north western part of the Indian subcontinent 
and earlier in this region the two well known sci'ipts of ancient India, viz., the Brahmi and the 
Kharoshti were both fairly in use. But it is only the Brahmi which suiwived and led to the development 
of the later Indian alphabets. The Kharoshti script went out of use after the third century. So in this 
chapter we shall study the development of the Brahmi alphabet of north western India from the 
earliest known period of its use till the appearance of the Sharada, its descendant in the 9th centuiy. 




BRAHMI ALPHABET OF NORTH WESTERN INDIA 
C. 300 B.C. to C. 300 A.D. 

TABLE-^- 4 


A. Maurya Period 

(c.'B.C. 300 to c.B.C. 200) 

The earliest definitely datable records of north western India written in the Brahmi script are 
the edicts of the Maurya emperor Ashoka engraved on a rock situated at the village of Kalsi in the 
Dehradun district in Uttranchal state,' and on a pillar which originally stood at village Topra in the 
Ambala district of Haryana and now stands in the Ferozshah Kotla ground in Delhi.- The other 
record of the region assignable to the same period is a small inscription engraved on a rock lying in 
the village of Pathyar in the Kangra district of Himachal Pradesh.^ The upper limit of the Brahmi 
alphabet used in these records cannot be fixed with certainty and the lower limit according to 
George Buhler^' cannot be far distant from Ashoka's reign and must fall about 200 B.C. 

The Brahmi alphabet of the Maurya period has been discussed at length by the palaeographists 
both Indian and European and for our purpose it would be sufficient to examine the peculiarities of 
the Brahmi script used in our records which have a bearing on the development of the script in the 
subsequent periods. 

The Kalsi Rock Edicts 

The letters in the Kalsi edicts are hurriedly written and mostly show cursive forms. The 
following peculiarities deserve notice, (see Table-I, Col. 1) 

1. The initial a shows several forms but most of these are the variants of the most common 
form consisting of two curves placed one below the other and attached to a vertical on the 
right. 

2. k has a dagger like form but also shows sometimes a highly cursive form. 

3. kh has a big round loop at the bottom. 

4. ch has sometimes a peculiar shape. It consists of two circles with a small vertical line 
standing on the point of contact and bearing a serif at the upper end. 



5. j which is mostly cursive possesses a loop in the middle. 

6. t and y are mostly written with only two strokes instead of the usual three. 

7. Am ong the Ashokan inscriptions only in these edicts do we find the forms of sh and s. In 
sh the inner stroke issues sometimes from the top and sometimes from the middle of the 
left curve. 

8. No signs for r and n can be traced in this version. 

Medial Vowels 

The following peculiarities of medial vowels leading to later forms may be noticed. 

1. Medial a is occasionally represented by a stroke slanting downwards. 

2. Medial e is sometimes marked by a slan^ng stroke placed over the top of the letter. 

The Delhi-Topra Pillar Edicts (see Table-| Col. II) 

In contrast to the Kalsi Edicts the Delhi-Topra pillar edicts have been beautifully executed 
with care and attention and the letters mostly show angular forms. The first six edicts display the 
following peculiarities. 

1. Unlike kh of Kalsi these edicts show the letter with a dot instead of a loop at the foot of the 
vertical. 


2. j does not show a loop as in Kalsi. 

3. A rare / consisting of d with a dot below is first seen in these edicts. 

The seventh edict has been comparatively engraved hurriedly and the letters show cursive 
forms. 


The following features deserve notice. 

1. The curves at the left end of a show sometimes greater bend. 


2. kh shows a dot at the bottom of a bent vertical. 

A 

3. dh has a spiral form. ^ 

The Pathyar Inscription (see Table I Col III) 


The Pathyar inscription consists of two lines cut into one stone. The letters are of considerable 
size, the last one being not less than IVz high. The characters of the inscription correspond entirely 
to those of the Ashokan edicts and do not display any significant peculiarities except that the lower 
parts of the letters are much smaller in size as compared to their very long verticals. 


The last phase of the Brahmi alphabet of the Maurya period is represented by an inscription 
discovered from Kankali Tila in Mathura by George Buhler and assigned by him on palaeographic 
grounds to 2nd century B.C.^ The letters show forms which are later than those of the Ashokan 
inscriptions but decidedly earlier than those used in the records of the post Maurya period. The 
following developments are note worthy. I -fsee Table j Col IV) 




1. The letters aie more rounded in shape 

2. The verticals of the letters are smaller in size. 


3. The curves of medial i and i are elongated. 

4. Small triangles replace usual circles in m and v. 

5. In .y the hooked curve on the left is drawn further down towards the right. 

, f B). Post Maury a Period j 
(J' (^T^OCB.C. to the beginning of the Christian era) 

The Brahmi alphabet of north western India in the post Maurya period is represented among 
others by the following records. 

1. Coins of the Indo Grecian kings Agathocles and Pantaleon.^ 

2. The Mathura inscriptions of the Kshatrap king Shodasa.^ 

3. The Mora (Mathura district) inscription.® ^ 

4. The Kanhiara (district Kangra) rock inscription.^ 

The alphabet of these records display two remai'kable tendencies (see Table /^Cols. V-VIII) 

1. Shortening and the equalisation of the upper vertical lines. 

2. Development of the top marks represented by serifs, nail heads or triangular wedges. 
Besides we notice the following developments. 

1. The lower curve of a shows sometimes greater bend towards the left. 

2. The horizontal bar for initial a is attached lower down near the foot of the vertical in an 
inscription from Mathura. 

3. The rare initial i consisting of four dots placed in the position of a square is noticed in an 
inscription of Shodasa. 

4. k occurs in a developed form with bent bars in an inscription of Shodasa. 

5. The letter d shows a remarkable development with its direction changed from right to left 
and is mostly cursive in form. 

6. The lower limb of m is mostly represented by a small triangle in place of a circle. We have 
already noticed this practice in an earlier inscription from Mathura noted above. 

7. r sometimes occurs with a curve at the foot of the vertical. 


8. The letter sh which is cursive in form shows advanced form in the inscriptions of Shodasa 
and in the Kanhiara inscription. 

9. s which is now mostly angular in shape displays marked development and may be regarded 
as the precursor of the form of the letter in the subsequent Kushana period. 





Medial Vowels 


1. The curves of medial i and i are further elongated. 

2. Medial o shows an advance form in the inscriptions of Shodasa. 

3. Medial r consisting of a down stroke slanting towards the left is found for the first time in 
the Kanhiara and Mora inscriptions. 




C\Kushana Period 
(lst-3rd century A.D.) 


The Brahmi alphabet of the Kushan period which marks the next important stage of the 
development of the script is represented by several records both epigraphic and numismatic belonging 
to this period. The present study is based on the dated and well preserved inscriptions of the Kushan 
kings Kanishka, Hurishka and Vasudeva discovered from north western part of the country mostly 
from Mathura and its incinity.'° 




. „Xhe BiahniLalphabet of this period dispiays the foiiowing deveiopments 
. Table^,Cols.IX-XI)^.. 

. The left limb of a is occasionally represented by a wavy line. 


(see 


2. The bar expressing the length of the vowel in a is attached slightly above the foot of the 
vertical. 


3. In i the earlier three dots ai'e replaced by three strokes one of which is sometimes placed 
vertically. 

4. u shows a curve at the right end of the base stroke. 

5. The base of e is mostly at the top. 

6. The earlier straight bar in k becomes sometimes a curved line. 

7. In kh the triangle at the bottom replaces the earlier circle. 

8. n shows several peculiar forms. 

9. d displays larger bulge on the right and its lower end is drawn further to the right. 

10. In n the base line is curved, or looped or made angular. 

11. In m the triangle uniformly replaces the earlier circle. 

12. y mostly shows a hook occasionally a loop in the left limb. 

13. In sh the two side limbs come closer and the earlier slanting stroke becomes a horizontal 
bar connecting the interior of the two limbs. 

14. In 5 the central bar is sometimes drawn further to the right and touches the right vertical. 

15. s shows occasionally a loop in the left limb. 


( 4 ) 



Medial Vowels 

The following developments ai-e noticeable in the treatment of medial vowels. 

1. Medial a is sometimes expressed by a downward stroke attached to the top of the letter on 
the right side. 

2. Medial i is generally expressed by sickle shaped curve placed over the consonant. 

3. Medial u is expressed occasionally by a curve drawn to the left and attached to the lower 
end of the consonant. 

4. Medial r is expressed occasionally by a curve open to the right. 

5. Medial e is expressed by a slanting stroke placed over the top of the letter. 

6. Medial o sometimes consists of two strokes placed over the consonant and rising upwards 
to the right and left respectively. 

Ligatures 

1. The letters forming a ligature are usually written one below the other. 

2. The subscript y differs from the initial form and is bipartite in form. Its curve on the right 
is sometimes drawn to the level of the top of the letter in legends on some seals belonging 
to this period." 

3. The superscript r is represented by a short vertical placed at the top of the left vertical. 

4. The subscript r is expressed by a curve or stroke drawn to the left. 


(5) 
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